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MODERN STANDARD ARABIC 


Introduction 


Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), also known as 
Literary or Standard Arabic, is the official language 
of an estimated 320 million people in the 22 Arab 
countries represented in the Arab League. Arabic is 
the fourth most-commonly-spoken language in the 
world, and it is one of the six official languages of 
the United Nations. 

MSA is derived from Classical Arabic, which 
is the language of the Qur’an (the holy book of 
Muslims) and other early Islamic literature. Classical 
Arabic and MSA share almost the same grammar 
and sentence structure, as well as much vocabulary. 
MSA, however, has evolved over time and dropped 
some of the more archaic words and phrases and has 
added new technical and scholarly vocabulary as the 
times have changed. 

Modern Standard Arabic is the written language 
used for all Arabic books, newspapers, street signs, 
magazines, official documents, and business-related 
materials. Because all Arab children learn Modern 
Standard Arabic in school, and because most Arabs 
have exposure to MSA through media, print, 
religious practices, and certain work-related or social 
situations, most educated Arabic speakers are able 
to use MSA as a lingua franca to communicate with 
one another regardless of their nationality or spoken 
native dialect. 
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Introduction (continued) 


There are two variations of MSA: the written 
and the spoken. Written MSA is largely the same 
throughout the Arab world, while the spoken can 
vary based on geographical location, usage, context, 
and regional dialect. It should be noted that spoken 
MSA has more grammatical license than written 
MSA, as speakers tend to drop grammatical endings 
in their speech. In our course, you will sometimes 
hear the endings and sometimes not. This reflects 
current usage, which tends to be variable and par¬ 
ticular to the speaker and / or situation. While MSA 
has no native speakers of its own, most educated 
Arabs can speak, read, and understand MSA. 

Because MSA is used for writing and in formal 
or specific situations, Arabic speakers use their first 
language, or native dialect, in most situations when 
conversing informally or casually. Often, depending 
on the situation, speakers of the same dialect can 
be heard to switch between MSA and their native 
tongue, mixing the two languages while speaking. 
This usage of two different varieties of the same 
language, used in different social contexts, is know 
as diglossia. 
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The Arabic Alphabet 


The Arabic alphabet dates back to pre-Islamic 
periods and has been adopted as well by neighboring 
countries whose language is not Arabic, such as Iran, 
Afghanistan, and Pakistan. 

The Arabic writing system is easy to learn and 
master because the Arabic alphabet has a high 
correspondence between sound and symbol. This 
means that a letter is pronounced almost the same in 
every word position. 

The Arabic alphabet contains 28 letters in addition 
to the hamzci (glottal stop) and two variants of 
existing letters (alif and taa’). A number of 
diacritical marks complement the alphabet. These 
are signs written above or below the letters; they are 
listed on page 10, after the alphabet chart. 

There are two categories of Arabic letters. The 
first category contains “one-way connectors” because 
they connect only to the “preceding letters” or 
letters to the right. They do not connect to “following 
letters” or letters to the left. These are: 

I j j j j j (j * 

The remaining letters of the alphabet constitute 
the letters of the second category. They connect 
to both preceding letters (to the right) and follow- 
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The Arabic Alphabet (continued) 


ing letters (to the left), hence the term “two-way 
connectors.” 

The alphabet contains three long vowels: 

• I - alif (/aa/) 

• (£ - yaa’ (/ii/) 

• j - waaw (/uu/) 

The latter two function as consonants as well - 
“w” as in “wet” and “y” as in “yes.” There are three 
short counterparts of these vowels, pronounced about 
half as long, represented by diacritical marks: 

• fatHa (' ) 

• Damma (* ) 

• kasra (__ ) 

A tiny circle written above a consonant is called 
a sukuun ( ) and it represents the absence of a 

vowel. In addition to these marks, there is a set of 
double fatHa, Damma , and kasra. The short vowels 
and their doubled version serve two purposes: (1) 
accurate pronunciation, and (2) grammatical mark¬ 
ing, indicating cases and definiteness of the noun, 
and moods of the verb. 

The mark that resembles a tiny “w” is called 
shadda ('). If this mark is placed over a consonant, 
it doubles the consonant sound. For example, 


4 




MODERN STANDARD ARABIC 


The Arabic Alphabet (continued) 


if this mark is placed over the letter “t” in sit a, it 
makes the word pronounced /sit-tal rather than Isital. 
Its effect on the pronunciation of the consonant is 
similar to the “k” in “bookkeeping.” 

A complete listing of the Arabic alphabet has 
been included for your reference, beginning on page 
8. Each letter has four possible different representa¬ 
tions, depending on its position within a word: an 
independent form, as well as a beginning, a middle, 
and an end form. 

• Initial - the first letter of the word starting 
from the right; 

• Medial - all the letters in the middle; and 

• Final - the last letter of the word, on the left. 

This listing is to be used only as a guide since all 
of the necessary information for beginning to read 
in Arabic will be given in the audio portion of the 
Reading Lessons. 


5 




MODERN STANDARD ARABIC 


Reading Lessons 


In these Reading Lessons you will learn to recog¬ 
nize and sound out the letters of the Arabic alphabet, 
starting with the letter alone, then combinations 
of letters or short words, then progressing to word 
combinations and short phrases, increasingly build¬ 
ing in length. The Arabic alphabet is systematically 
introduced and you will learn to associate each 
letter with the sounds of the Arabic language. You 
will not, at first, be reading for meaning, but rather for 
sound-symbol correlation. Eventually, when the 
sound system is mastered, you will be able to look at 
known vocabulary and read for meaning. 

The reading items in the lessons have been selected 
especially to give you practice in Arabic sounds and 
sound combinations. Your vocabulary acquisition will 
begin after you’ve learned the new, different sound 
system. You should read aloud, as directed. The 
process of saying the words out loud will reinforce 
and enhance your Arabic language acquisition and 
will help lodge the sounds of the Arabic language in 
your memory. 

Some of the words and phrases you will read are 
taught in this course, but many are not, and — espe¬ 
cially in the early lessons — a number of them are 
simply syllables rather than actual words. Actual 
words are used more and more often as the num- 
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Reading Lessons (continued) 


ber of letters introduced increases, and in the final 
lessons you will be understanding much of what you 
read. 

There are twenty Arabic reading lessons recorded 
at the end of the program. You may choose to do the 
readings along with the units, starting with Unit 11, 
or all together after completing the course. If you 
are not already familiar with the Arabic alphabet, 
you may at first find that it takes some time to asso¬ 
ciate the appropriate sounds with each letter and/or 
group of letters. Therefore, we recommend that you 
take the Reading Lessons at your own pace, repeating 
each until you feel comfortable proceeding to the 
next. With a little effort, you will be astonished at 
how quickly you are reading Arabic. 
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Arabic Alphabet Chart 



— — (Read from right to left.) — 

— 

Final 

Position 

Medial 

Position 

Initial 

Position 

Name 

Letter 

L 

L 

1 

alif 

1 



_s 

baa’ 


Cj- 



taa’ 

Cj 

till- 

A 


thaa’ 

Cl) 


-- 

- 

jiim 

E 



- 

Haa’ 

C 

A 



khaa’ 

E 



J 

daal 

j 

j_ 


j 

dhaal 

j 

j- 

J- 

J 

raa’ 

j 

3- 

j- 

j 

zaay 

j 

L>“- 

— 

_L-U 

siin 

L>“ 

lA- 


_lL 

shiin 



— 


Saad 




A/S 

Daad 

cA 

L. 

Jo- 

L 

Taa’ 

Jo 
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Arabic Alphabet Chart (continued) 

— (Read from right to left.) — — 


Final Medial Initial Name Letter 

Position Position Position 


Ja- 

Ja- 

Ja 

Dhaa’ 

J* 



_c 

‘ayn 

t 



_c. 

ghayn 

l 


_L 

J 

faa’ 


l9- 

_L 

Ja 

qaaf 

3 

J. 



kaaf 

dl 

J- 

_L 

J 

laam 

J 



—0 

miim 


0- 

- 


nuun 

u 

«L 

-0- 


haa’ 

6 

J- 

> 

J 

waaw 

J 

Lp- 

-e- 

—i 

yaa’ 

(5 


- 

- 

alif maqSuura 

<S 

L 

- 

- 

taa’ marbuuTa 

6 

> - L 

9 

1 - 1 

9 

hamza 

p 
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Diacritical Marks 


Name in 
Transliteration 


sukuun 


(Read from right to left.) — — 
Sound Letter 


none 


0 


no vowel follows, above the letter 

fatHa a 

short vowel, above the letter 


Damma u 

short vowel, above the letter 


/ 


* 


kasra i 

short vowel, below the letter 




shadda none 

indicates a double consonant, above the letter 
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Lesson One 


L, 

11. 

1 

1. 

jlj 

12. 

lj 

2. 


13. 

jlj 

3. 


14. 

Ijlj 

4. 

Ijb 

15. 

li 

5. 

Wj 

16. 

jlj 

6. 

Wj 

17. 

jlj 

7. 

b 

18. 

Ijlj 

8. 

jb 

19. 

Ijlj 

9. 

jlj 

20. 

Ijlj 

10. 
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Lesson Two 


jk 

11. 

Wj 

1. 


12. 


2. 


13. 


3. 


14. 

J jI j 

4. 

Jjj 

15. 


5. 

VJJ 

16. 

jjj 

6. 

*JL?j 

17. 


7. 

Jjj 

18. 


8. 


19. 

^_jIj 

9. 

jk 

20. 

jL 

10. 
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Lesson Three 



11. 


1. 

jL 

12. 


2. 


13. 

J bb 

3. 


14. 


4. 

LPiJj 

15. 

j jI 3 

5. 


16. 


6. 


17. 

jjj 

7. 


18. 


8. 


19. 

j 

9. 

Ijjj 

20. 

L.UJ 

10. 
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Lesson Four 



11. 

1 

1. 

5 * 

12. 

<£3b 

2. 


13. 

j* 1 

3. 


14. 

C£jlj 

4. 


15. 

LL 

5. 

5 * 

16. 

CjL 

6. 


17. 

CjJI 

7. 

^Jl5 J 

18. 


8. 


19. 


9. 

5 * 

> 

20. 


10. 
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Lesson Five 


'lit 

11. 


l. 

jb 

12. 


2. 


13. 


3. 

jjii 

14. 

J'j 

4. 

jjL 

15. 


5. 


16. 


6. 

& 

17. 

i 

7. 


18. 

j% 

8. 

JL^ 

19. 

. < * *t 

9. 

<^L> 

20. 


10. 
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Lesson Six 


csjL 

11. 


1. 

iS~^ 

12. 


2. 

0 

Cuj 

13. 

lj* 

3. 


14. 


4. 

ciiLlj 

15. 


5. 

oy 

16. 

„ j '*«. 

6. 


17. 

J%; 

7. 


18. 


8. 

JL^ 

19. 

* * 

\ \ \ \ 

9. 

v_U j 

20. 

0>9 

10. 
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Lesson Seven 


• ° 1 

11. 


1. 

Ijl 

<r 

12. 


2. 


13. 

o«- 

on 

3. 

pljJ 

14. 

O s 

UiJ 

4. 

fi \ Ji 

15. 

jjj 

5. 


16. 

ue 

6. 

£j Li 

17. 


7. 


18. 

U-lJ 1 

8. 

>_uJ 1 

19. 


9. 

ukk 

20. 

^jJl 

10. 
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Lesson Eight 


ci 1 

ll. 

Lil 

1. 

** 0 ^ 

12. 

ui 

2. 


13. 

p 1 j 

3. 


14. 


4. 


15. 


5. 


16. 


6. 


17. 


7. 


18. 


8. 

j 1 ^ 

19. 

* <* 

9. 

jji 

20. 


10. 
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Lesson Nine 





11. 

** % 

1. 

juAi 

12. 

2 *' 

2. 


13. 

j 

3. 


14. 


4. 


15. 


5. 

% 0 - 

16. 

3e> 

6. 

JLjl> 

17. 


7. 

0 ^ 

18. 


8. 

/ 

19. 

J^ll 

9. 


20. 

L^J 1 

10. 
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Lesson Ten 



11. 


1. 

* * 

‘ q ' J * " 

12. 

jjj] 

2. 


13. 


3. 


14. 


4. 

jA 

15. 


5. 

<Aj 

16. 


6. 

(^UJJ 

17. 


7. 

Jjiii 

18. 

i_i 111 < 

8. 

^li 

19. 

an u2 

9. 

.ill 

20. 

jiLj 

10. 
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Lesson Eleven 



11. 


1. 


12. 

i 4-i.n l 

2. 


13. 


3. 

j Lo-i-u-a 

14. 


4. 

>" , 




^1 

15. 

vS 4 ^ 

5. 


16. 


6. 


17. 


7. 

p Li.u.o 

18. 


8. 


19. 


9. 

^L*> 

20. 


10. 
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Lesson Twelve 



11. 

jjJij 

1. 

4>lij 

12. 

jjjJi 

2. 

*Uri 

13. 

L^J 

3. 

f lli 

14. 


4. 

(ijU 

15. 

Jj-cu 

5. 


16. 


6. 

/ 

17. 


7. 


18. 

dl^Lo 

8. 


19. 


9. 

l 3e-^j 

20. 


10. 
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Lesson Thirteen 


C 1 ^ 

11. 


1. 


12. 


2. 


13. 


3. 


14. 

J^aj 

4. 


15. 

jlji 

5. 


16. 

Jlj^u 

6. 


17. 


7. 

£■ LojUJ 

18. 

c> j i nr 

8. 


19. 

6 j ^ . . ■ 

9. 

c^> 

20. 

> a a 

10. 
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Lesson Fourteen 



11. 

j^JLcga 

1. 

tl> 

12. 

g. < 

2. 


13. 


3. 

<Gj .1^ 

14. 


4. 


15. 

0 ^ 

5. 


16. 


6. 

J-L3LJ 

17. 


7. 

JjIiC. 

18. 

>* 

8. 


19. 

gT 1 1 gj 

9. 


20. 

J it t 

10. 
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Lesson Fifteen 


o 


jldiu 

11. 

i_Li U 

1. 


12. 


2. 

& 

13. 

jjiL 

3. 

0 

Jj.Ll.Vxa 

14. 


4. 

0 

15. 

** » 

5. 

- ° 0 * 

Q A 

16. 


6. 


17. 

llA <la_aL^JI / <U(_aLaJI 

7. 


18. 


8. 


19. 

VJ 

9. 

j\* <y~> 

20. 


10. 
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Lesson Sixteen 


uU 

a. 

0 

i * 1 > > 

1. 


12. 


2. 


13. 

2-ij 

3. 

2_lki 

14. 

2_al^ 

4. 

t-» lie 

15. 

s 

5. 


16. 


6. 


17. 

J^j 

7. 

1a q L^. 

18. 


8. 

0 

19. 

■ u-ila 

9. 

j k 

20. 

jJa-a 

10. 
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Lesson Seventeen 


. ' ' ' 

J 1 "if ' ^ 1 

11. 


1. 

^ 0 


0 


jnif LLj 

12. 

0^1 

2. 

j- ujc. 4j^j 

13. 

iSb c 

3. 


14. 

^jl 

4. 

/ ** 0 

*, , w * 

j l "if « luaa 

15. 

2 0 • 

4 j <« A-V 

5. 

Jjii£ < L>jLU 

16. 

41lu 

6. 

2 ' \* 0 - 
j i nf d ^ \ < (i 

17. 

** 0 ^ 

7. 





j i nf <LlsLoj 

18. 

Lili 

8. 

0 " 

^ i ilf d ^ 1 1 1 \ 

19. 

4ju!u2 

9. 

0 

20. 

« * / 

CsjjSi£. 

10. 
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Lesson Eighteen 

• i- 


. I2. 


JLAi 3 . 


4 . 


:1 5 . 


6 - 


(jASjju cu I 7 . 


. J-Lilu L <^JU 9 . 


Clu I 10 
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Lesson Eighteen (continued) 



11 . 

cj <«11 Li 

12 . 


13. 

j 4 J 1 ^ Lula 

14. 

SjLaJI 4 l& 

15. 

.J^L LI 

16. 

144 

17. 

14. 

18. 

.14,144 J 4 J 

/ / 

19. 

i&i 

20. 
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Lesson Nineteen 


LM i- 

.dllx^q 2 . 

3. 



i * ' 


5. 

6 . 


cfJS'G ot 7. 
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Lesson Nineteen (continued) 

4^1 LI 11. 

o 

a. < U a 12. 

13. 

14. 

.^jVI ^yiA 15. 

•* ~ ' *; 1 /r 

.6^-3 (j I i_ i^ I 10. 

.L=41 Li 17. 

o 

18 . 

19. 

J^I I 20. 
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Lesson Twenty (with diacritics) 

J I ^ I a xla 1 . 


2 - 


3. 


.^La^l 4>li LI 4. 


SSj-ljlj IjLai 5. 


... (_>uli 6. 


1 -uJ 1 ^ u* 


^03^ l>° 8. 


— j 9 . 


\JjjL cij ili ^li 3 10. 
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Lesson Twenty (with diacritics) 

Sdl LLA lA-U. i ii ^ 1 1. 


, f b 1 4 jMj 12 . 


i ill / il ,'pl 13 


L^ 1 


> 


j' ^ 3 ?' ^ 1 ui 1,1 14. 


15. 


^2x9-^ 16. 


‘1 17. 


•fj2JI 5> ^JLa JjjLk (jjl jlj 18. 


1 Ibn-Khalduun, bom 1332 AD in Tunisia, was a Muslim historian. 
~ Tunisia 

3 lived 

4 long time ago 
^ museum 
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Lesson Twenty (without diacritics) 

JI ^ I * i 1. 

2 . 

<UiJi ciul ,jj| 3. 

.^La ^1 <aaIj LI 4. 
SSj-L3t' (_£_& I jLai 5. 

... <«L_aa> (jojLa 6. 

U* 4jjI J 7. 

i>° 8. 



— J 9. 


ij 1 <i La i ii 10. 
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Lesson Twenty (without diacritics) 


SdJlii* 




Lfl ' ' l 




ll. 


Ljl 12. 


S^Lij Vs., nil I (jjl 13. 


3.U-4-1 jIluLlij 14. 
... ^ .*s 11 . . 2)1 ° 15. 

2 >^ 16 . 


. 2 ) *^ ^ ^ 1 ^ 


e-LLla 2)J J ^= k 2h^ 


17. 

18. 
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For more information, call 
1-800-831-5497 or visit us at 
www.Pimsleur.com 



